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How I Learned To Play Checkers 
 
I was a Junior at Emerson College in Boston, MA when I went to Lynn, MA 
where I volunteered at a soup kitchen called My Brother's Table. I was volunteering with 
the Massachusetts Campus Compact Fall Alternative Break program, which was focused 
on hunger and homelessness in Lynn. This is where I met Michael.  
 
Michael was an old, African-American man with whitish-grey scruff on his face 
and a yellow-tint in his eyes that I didn't quite understand. He was missing some of his 
teeth, in fact, I think he was missing more teeth than what he had. And the teeth he did 
have may not have even been doing much, seeing as how they were chipped, stained 
yellow and black. Michael was eating the pasta that was being served that day and when 
he ate, he spit alot of his food everywhere. Alot of that food ended up on our checker 
board, which was half set up before Michael leaned across it to pick up a few pieces, 
knocking his glass of milk all over the table. The milk flooded the checker board, 
drowning our pieces in a white cold that soaked and broke the paper board in half. 
Michael laughed and blamed the accident on me, but I just smiled as I grabbed some 
napkins and another volunteer brought a few towels over to help us clean up the mess. I 
wiped off the board and dried it off then started to rearrange the checkers. 
 
''Let's try this again,'' I said to Michael as we lined up our checkers across the each 
other. Michael continued to eat his dinner while his fiance sat beside him, staring into 
space as if she wasn't even aware of what was hapenning. She was a beautiful elderly 
woman but she just looked so sad. Except when Michael talked to her or when he got 
excited about our game. Those were the few moments I saw a smile from her. It was a 
small smile, but it was something. 
 
''Okay, so, you can move here and here and here, but you can't go back this way,'' 
Michael demonstrated the rules of checkers to me. Or least what he thought the rules 
were. He could've been making everything up, I honestly wouldn't have known the  
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difference. All I knew was that his version made more sense that the way the last person I 
had played with taught me. The last person I played checkers with was a six-year old boy, 
so, like most kids, he made everything up. But it was still fun that way. 
 
''Okay, so can I move my piece this way?'' I asked Michael, hesitating to place my 
black checker piece in front of one of his red pieces. Michael stared at the board for a 
moment. 
 
'' You can do whatever you want to do. I'm not going to tell you anything but I 
will tell you that I see a way for me to win and a way for you to win.'' This made no sense 
to me. I had never actually played checkers before, except the made up version with the 
little boy, so I really had no idea what he was seeing or what I should be looking for. 
 
''Okay, well, I don't really know how to play so you're going to have to help me 
out here a little bit.'' 
 
''Okay, i'll teach you. But I'm only going to help you in the beginning. I'm not 
going to help you too much because you have to learn.'' 
 
''Okay,'' I said, ''so I'm going to put my piece here. Now what happens?'' 
 Michael started to laugh. 
 
 ''You really don't know how to play checkers? Why don't you know how to play 
checkers?'' he asked. 
 
 ''I never learned.'' I said. Michael laughed again. He had the best laugh. He moved 
his red piece foward, jumping over my black piece. He took my checker and put it off to 
the side as he explained how to move across the board, jumping over your opponent's 
pieces. This could all be wrong, I still wouldn't know the difference.  
 
 ''Okay. I get it. Now it's your turn.'' Michael thought for a bit before moving a 
piece forward.  
 
 ''Now, I see a move you can do. But I'm not going to tell you what it is.'' I stared 
at the board for a moment, trying to understand the rules of this game until I saw that 
there was a spot for me to jump one of Michael's red checkers. I knew he did it on 
purpose, but it was my first win, so I pretended to have seen the move myself. Michael 
laughed, he knew I knew, but neither of us was going to admit that.   
 
-35- 
 
Journal for Service-Learning, Leadership, and Social Change  Spring 2013 
2
The International Undergraduate Journal For Service-Learning, Leadership, and Social Change, Vol. 2, Iss. 2 [2013], Art. 6
https://opus.govst.edu/iujsl/vol2/iss2/6
 About twenty minutes later, all of the other volunteers were cleaning up. I hadn't 
even noticed how much time had passed, let alone the fact the the dining area was mostly 
empty, except for Michael and I playing our game of checkers in the far right corner of 
the room. The game was really heating up now. Michael had a ''flying king,'' which he 
said allowed him to move in any direction he wanted. I used to have a ''flying king,'' but 
lost it by making a stupid move. Michael had alot of my pieces and I only had a few of 
his, but I wasn't giving up yet. Michael kept flying around the board with his ''flying 
king,'' and kept laughing at how easily he was destroying me. He kepy saying ''I see a 
move you can do but I'm not going to tell you,'' which made everything more frustrating. 
One of the girls I was voluneering with, Alex, was sitting near me at this point. 
 
 ''You're killing me. You're killing me. How can you not see that. I can see it. I 
know exactly what you have to do.'' Michael kept repeating.  
 
I turned to Alex and asked if she could see the move. She just laughed and said 
she had no idea. I was frustrated now. I'm a naturally competetive person and it was 
annoying me that I couldn't see this move Michael kept telling me I had. I thought I had 
understood the game, only to be staring at a move I couldn't see. Why couldn't I see it.? 
 
 ''I don't see it. I think you're lying to me. I've already lost.'' I told Michael, feeling 
defeated. 
 
 ''I'm not lying to you. Why would I lie to you? I'm telling you I can see a move 
you can do. You have to see it.'' 
 
 ''Can you show me, I really can't see it.'' I asked Michael to show me the move 
because even though I couldn't see it on my own, I still wanted to learn and I wanted to 
know what the answer was. 
 
 ''Do you really want me to show you? I'll show you if you want to know, but only 
if you really want me to.'' He kept repeating this. He didn't want me to give in. He wanted 
me to figure it out on my own but I just didn't see that happening anytime soon.  
 
I asked Michael to show me the move and he did. It was right there, but I didn't 
know I could double jump his pieces. I decided not to do that move since Michael had 
showed it to me, but also because I recognized another opportunity. I became aware of 
the fact that if I sacrificed one of my other pieces, I could make a big move that could  
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help me get a ''flying king.'' This was risky though since I barely had any pieces 
remaining, but it was a risk I decided was worth the taking. As soon as I moved my black 
checker, Michael started laughing. 
 
 ''No, no, no! What are you doing! You don't want to do that.'' He kept saying. I 
knew what I was doing was going to let him take my checker, but I also didn't want him 
to know I had another move in mind already. 
 
 ''Don't do it. You don't have to make the move until you pick your hand up, so 
you don't have to do it.'' 
 
 ''No, I'm making this move. I don't see the danger.'' I was lying. I was lying so 
much but I was getting into the game and I really wanted to win now. Michael laughed 
and shrugged. 
 
 ''Okay, it's your call.'' He said as I lifted my finger and he moved his red piece, 
slamming it on the board, jumping over my checker and making him closer to winning. 
He kept laughing. He was laughing so hard now. He looked at his fiance and she just 
smiled back at him. 
 
 ''I told her it not to do that! Didn't I tell her not to do that!?'' He was shouting now. 
He was laughing so loud and shouting. I just smiled.  He had know idea what I was about 
to do since he wasn't paying so much attention at this point. I made my next move, which 
brought one of my black checkers to the other side of the board, giving me a ''flying 
king.'' Michael stared at the board for a moment without saying anything. 
 
 ''How did you do that? You can't do that?'' He said. I was shocked. Had I been 
mistaken? Did I really just sacrifice that checker for nothing? I was angry at myself, I 
thought I had understood the game.  
 
 ''Yes I can. I moved this piece forward here, which moved your piece from the 
spot and then I jumped you there so I could get to the other side.'' I explained. It made 
sense to me, not so much to Michael.  
 
 ''Okay, okay, okay. I'm not saying nothing.'' Michael said, still laughing a bit. '' It's 
okay because I still have all of these checkers.'' He said, motioning to his pile of my black 
checkers. '' And how many of mine do you have?'' He started to laugh loudly again. I just 
smiled. 
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 ''Okay, well, it's your turn again.''  
 
Michael went and moved his other checker closer to the other side. I knew he was 
going for a ''flying king'' since we both had one now. But I wasn't afraid. I think I saw a 
way to build a bigger move, so I kept moving my checkers one space in different 
directions, confusing Michael as to what I was doing. He just kept laughing at me and 
laughed even harder when, in a few moves, he made it to the otherside, giving him yet 
another ''flying king.'' But now I saw my opportunity. Michel's pieces were perfectly 
lined up so I could triple jump him around the board with my ''flying king,'' even 
allowing me to jump one of his ''flying kings.'' I was nervous because I wasn't sure if this 
move was following the rules, but I did it anyway.  Click. Click. Click. I made the move, 
triple jumping Michael and putting me ahead of the game. Michael went silent. He stared 
at the board for a moment. This time I was laughing. 
 
 ''How did you? When did you? You just took all my chekcers!'' Michael was 
upset. He was so shocked because he hadn't seen that move coming. He kept saying I 
couldn't do that, but I was very confident in the game now so I explained to him how I 
found that move. He just kept staring at the board and staring at the pile I now had of his 
pieces. 
 
 ''I can't believe I didn't see that.'' He kept saying. I didn't know what to say, but I 
started laughing and then he started laughing. Alex was laughing and some of the other 
volunteers who had stopped what they were doing to watch were also laughing. Even 
Michael's fiance was laughing. 
 
 ''Now would you look at that,'' Michael said. '' You have all of my money. You 
took all of my money from me!'' 
 
 '' I didn't take it from you!'' I said, '' I won it!'' 
 
 '' But you took all of my money! Now I have nothing! You took everything from 
me and now I don't have anything!'' Michael was laughing so much. He looked so happy. 
I really have never enjoyed watching someone laugh as much as I enjoyed watching 
Michael. 
 
 ''I'm sorry, I didn't mean to take all of your checkers.'' It was true. I didn't mean to 
take all of them. We were just playing a game afterall. I had become very invested in  
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learning and winning this game as any competitor would. It just felt a little weird hearing 
him shout ''you took all my money and I have nothing'' while we were sitting in a soup 
kitchen. But Michael just kept laughing and kept repeating himself.  
 
 ''You have all my money and I have nothing. I have nothing.'' He hesitated for a 
moment after he said this. Still laughing a little, Michael looked from the board, to the 
checkers I had and back to me.  
 
''But it's not that bad to be me, right?'' He asked me. My body went cold. I had 
goose bumps running from my arms and legs through my spine. Suddenly, I realized that 
I was doing more than just playing a game of checkers with a homeless man. I stared at 
Michael for a split second, watching him smile. I noticed his teeth again; his yellow-
stained teeth that were filled with bits of tomato from the pasta sauce. I noticed the pieces 
of food he had spit on our board, now soaked into it and dried on the wet paper. He was 
smiling at me and still laughing and I noticed his eyes weren't focused on me, or anything 
for that matter. I repeated what he had just said to me over and over again in my head and 
smiled back at him. 
 
'' No, it's not that bad to be you. Look how happy you are.'' I said back to Michael. 
He looked at me and smiled. 
 
'' You're right. It's pretty good to be me.'' Michael and I finished our checker 
game, which I ended up winning to mine and everyone else's surprise. When we finished, 
Michael wanted to play another game, but I knew it was time for me and my volunteer 
group to leave. 
 
''I'm really sorry, but I have to go help everyone clean up because they're closing 
the kitchen now.'' 
 
'' That's okay,'' Michael said. '' When are you going to be here again? Let me 
know any day and I will be here. I want a re-match.'' I smiled, trying to hide what I knew. 
 
'' I'm not sure when I'll be back, but if I come back, i'll take you up on that re-
match.'' I told him. His fiance had started to get up, so Michael asked me to go get his 
cane for him from the other table. 
 
''Okay. Well the next time I see you here, we're going to have a re-match and I'm 
not going to help you out at all. This was a practice game. Next time it's for real.'' I  
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 laughed with him and smiled. I knew I probably would never make it back to that soup 
kitchen, as much as I wanted to, since it was a long commute from where I lived. I didn't 
want to tell Michael that because I just wanted both of us to be able to remember that 
moment.  
 
After we finished cleaning up the kicthen, my volunteer group and I left the soup 
kitchen and proceeded to walk back to the church we were staying at. On our way back, 
Alex came up to me and said '' Isabel, isn't that your friend over there?'' I looked up ahead 
and saw Michael and his fiance standing with a a couple other elderly people . They 
turned down an alley way and were standing near someone who was sleeping on the 
ground. I had known Michael was homeless, but it was one thing to just speak with 
someone knowing they were homeless than to actually see that person on the street. 
Michael and his fiance walked back out of the alley and when  Michael saw me he smiled 
and shouted ''next time I'll get you! Next time it's for real and we're not doing no practice 
round!''  
 
''Okay! It's on!'' I shouted back to him and we continued in our sperate ways. 
  
That was the last time I saw Michael. I haven't made it back to Lynn to volunteer 
at the soup kitchen and I'm not sure if I will ever be able to find the time to do so. But, I 
think I am okay with that because I still have that memory of my experience with 
Michael and how he impacted my life. I may not have been able to give Michael any 
money or do anything to help him get back on his feet. I couldn't offer him any real 
advice and I couldn't give him a house to live in. I couldn't even promise him that I would 
make it back to the kitchen to play another game of checkers with him. But what I 
realized was that that was okay. It didn't matter that I couldn't do any more for him than 
play checkers with him for an hour. Even though that's all I did, having spent that time 
with him and watching him laugh, no, making him laugh, was worth it. Walking away 
from that moment having made Michael laugh so much that day was what mattered to me 
the most. I knew I couldn't do anything substantial to make his life easier, but I figured 
that if I could've made him happy or made him laugh for just that moment, then I knew I 
made his day a little better. And that made all the difference. It was a small impact and I 
will never know what may have or may not have grown from it, but in that moment, 
laughter was enough. People need to realize that more often – that sometimes, something 
as small as a laugh is enough to help someone.  
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And for me, well, I will never forget Michael and the way his laugther was 
contagious. I'll never forget the yellow tint in his eyes and his dumbfoudned look when I 
triple jumped him. I won't forget the hour we spent together because it opened my eyes to 
how simple it is to be happy in what seems like a dark world. Michael was homeless. He 
had nothing. But even he was able to realize he had more than most people. Michael was 
happy, and I will never forget that in that moment, I was envious of him for that. 
But mostly, I will never forget that Michael was the one who taught me how to 
play checkers. 
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